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        She can’t remember her past. He’s on the run from his. Love may be their only hope.
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      Ten years after leaving home, the last thing Summer Thompson expects is to inherit her estranged father's half-renovated mansion. And the last thing she wants is to face the memories of the night her brother died, fleeting as they may be. Now a San Francisco museum curator, she plans to stay east just long enough to settle the estate and get rid of the house. Until she finds it occupied by a hunky handyman who's strangely reluctant to talk about his past.

      Damian Knight has been hiding his mother and sister from a violent ex, and Whispering Pines is the one place they’ve found peace and safety. He keeps to himself. He tells no one about his past. Yet when the lonely, haunted Summer steals his heart, he finds himself opening up to her in ways he should never risk. Especially to a woman who's planning to leave town after selling their refuge out from under them.

      As their attraction grows, the past begins to catch up with them. Summer's mounting flashbacks leave her confused and determined to uncover the truth about the night her brother died. But that truth will cross paths with the man Damian and his family have been avoiding for years.

      Can new love help them defeat the pain of the past? Or are some scars too deep to ever heal?
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      Ten years old. Everything was new.

      

      Summer spread her arms wide and spun in circles. Favorite red dress. Favorite yellow shoes. She didn’t care if Gabe Roberts had made fun of them on the playground. Rachael said that meant he liked her, but that was just gross. Boys were annoying, obnoxious, and smelled bad. They liked snakes and cars and didn’t care if they got dirty. She’d never have a boyfriend. Not ever.

      “Come on!” Rachael waved from the end of the dock. “You can see the fish today. There are hundreds of them.” She bent over the water, hands on her knees, as her white-blonde hair caught the afternoon sun. “Hurry!”

      So Summer did. She ran down the lawn and across the gravel road that wound all the way from Whispering Pines over the mountain to Silver Valley. She’d never been to Silver Valley, but some of her friends had, like Tina Driver and Maddie Ostrander. But Tina and Maddie were rich and had two parents and two cars and went out to dinner at restaurants with cloth napkins and tablecloths.

      Summer Thompson wasn’t rich. She didn’t have a mom. She got most of her clothes from the Pretty Penny Secondhand Shop downtown, and sometimes Dad made the same thing for dinner a lot of nights in a row. But she didn’t care. Rachael Hunter was her best friend in the whole world, and if you had one of those, Summer figured, you couldn’t ever be really poor or really sad.

      Plus, Rachael lived on Whispering Pines Lake as of a few months ago, and that was better than any fancy restaurant or brand new dress. Summer skipped onto the dock beside Rachael. The water stretched out in front of them, deep and blue and forever wide. Summer couldn’t even see the houses on the other side. Her father had told her he grew up there, but when he talked about growing up, his eyes turned sad and squinty. Sometimes he stopped talking altogether. Those were the times Summer let her little brother Donny follow her over to Rachael’s, even though Donny was five years old and probably didn’t even know why Dad stopped talking in the first place.

      “Aarrghh!”

      The fish scattered as a stick hit the water, followed by a dog, followed by Rachael’s little brother Nate, who landed in the water fully clothed. Rachael shrieked.

      “Aha! Gotcha!” Nate laughed. He splashed water at them as the dog grabbed the stick in its teeth and headed for shore.

      “I hate you.” Rachael stuck out her tongue and propped her hands on her hips. “You are the worst brother ever.” She looped her arm through Summer’s and turned her back on her brother. “Come on. Let’s go back to my room where boys are not allowed.”

      Summer stole a look over her shoulder as they retreated down the dock. Nate’s white-blond hair, the perfect match to his sister’s, gleamed wet in the sun. He had a funny gap between his front teeth, and he teased Rachael a lot, which made sense. She knew from experience, that was what little brothers did.

      “Come on.” Rachael tugged her arm again, and they walked across the road and up the steep lawn and inside the red farmhouse that always smelled like fresh bread or soup or cookies. It was one of the best places in the world, and in that moment, with her best friend by her side, Mrs. Hunter taking warm snickerdoodles out of the oven, and the whole afternoon ahead of them, Summer knew that nothing in her life could ever go wrong.

      

      Fourteen years old. Everything was wrong.

      

      Summer slammed her bedroom door and threw herself onto her unmade bed. She hated Maddie Ostrander. She hated Gabe Roberts for liking Maddie Ostrander. But most of all, she hated herself for liking Gabe in the first place, and for thinking that he’d chosen Summer for his lab partner for any other reason except she was smart.

      “Summer?” Donny knocked on her door.

      “Go away.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Then eat something.”

      “There’s nothing to eat.”

      Summer balled her fists under her eyes. “Of course there is. Stop being stupid.”

      For a minute, Donny was silent. Then he knocked again. “Can I come in?”

      “No.” Why couldn’t she be an only child? Why did she have to have a little brother who followed her everywhere?

      “Dad said he wouldn’t be home until late tonight.”

      Like that was a big surprise. “I have homework,” she called through the closed door. “I’ll make something for dinner later.”

      But a moment later, the knob turned anyway, and Donny poked his thin, serious face inside. “Please? Can’t I come in just for a minute?”

      She turned her back on him and rubbed away tears. “Fine. But don’t talk to me.”

      He climbed onto the bed. “Why are you sad?”

      “What part of don’t talk to me didn’t you understand?”

      The mattress dipped a little as he rearranged himself beside her. When he didn’t speak again, she glanced over her shoulder. Eyes the same deep brown as their father’s. Hair dark blond and wavy like her own. At nine years old, he was still shorter and scrawnier than most of his friends. Her anger eased. It wasn’t Donny’s fault her life was a total mess. She flopped onto her back and stared at the ceiling.

      “Did you finish your homework?”

      He nodded. “Did you?”

      She smiled. “Yes, pipsqueak, I did.”

      “Do you think Dad’ll let me play Little League?”

      “I don’t know.” Little League meant money for uniforms and figuring out a way to get back and forth to practice. Summer couldn’t drive him. She supposed their friends’ parents could drive him if they asked, but they already asked for so much from other people. “I’ll talk to him, okay?”

      “Okay.” Donny nodded, and his hair fell into his eyes.

      “You need a haircut.” Summer pushed it off his forehead.

      “No, I don’t.” He swatted her hand away. “I’m never gonna cut it again.”

      “Then I’ll cut it in your sleep.”

      His eyes grew wide. “No!”

      “I’m just kidding.” She sat up and checked her cell phone. It was secondhand, and she couldn’t do anything on it except call or text. She ran her thumb over the screen. They didn’t have Wifi in the house either, or cable, or anything that pretty much every other eighth-grader had.

      My life sucks.

      No one had texted her since school got out, not even Rachael, probably because every other eighth grader she knew was either at field hockey or football or soccer practice. Or making out in the hallway. Or holding hands while they took selfies and posted them online so everyone who had a real cell phone could comment on the pictures and talk about them tomorrow. She tried not to think about the pictures she’d seen today of Gabe and Maddie doing just that.

      “Summer?” Donny patted her leg.

      “What?”

      “It won’t always be like this.”

      She looked over at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, things will change. That’s what Mrs. Targarean told me today. She said even if you’re sad or scared about something, it won’t stay that way forever.”

      “Oh, buddy.” Summer pulled him into a tight embrace. “Are you sad or scared about something?” Add that to her list of failures: being a lousy older sister. Even if her life sucked, Donny’s shouldn’t have to.

      “Not really. But sometimes it seems like you are.” He sighed and rested his head on her shoulder.

      For a few moments, she listened to him breathe, to the quiet rhythm of his chest rising and falling close to hers. “You’re right,” she said after a while. “Things will change.” They always did.

      

      Eighteen years old. Everything was amazing.

      

      Summer sat on the hood of Gabe’s convertible and watched him balance three ice cream cones in his hands. A warm summer night, graduation behind them, and a long, beautiful July and August ahead of them. Life couldn’t get any better.

      “Did you get mint chocolate chip again?” Donny asked from the back seat.

      “Of course.” She never got anything else. “Get out of the car to eat. Gabe’ll kill you if you spill ice cream on the leather.”

      Donny laughed but obliged, crawling over the seats. “No, he won’t. Gabe likes me.”

      “Whatever.” Summer rolled her eyes and took the cone from her boyfriend of four amazing months. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Gabe leaned over and kissed her, taking his time, letting his tongue linger on hers, even though the parking lot was full and probably everyone was watching.

      Let them watch. I have the best boyfriend in the world. No, in the universe.

      “Gross,” Donny said. “Be careful. You might suck her face off.”

      “Shut up,” Summer said, her cheeks hot. Gabe just smiled and handed Donny his chocolate and orange twist with rainbow sprinkles.

      “That’s gross,” Summer said. “How can you eat all those different flavors?”

      Donny took an enormous bite of ice cream rather than answer. Gabe slid onto the hood beside Summer. His leg pressed against hers, warm and strong, and she went tingly all over, the ways she always did around him. “You can stay over tonight?” he whispered as Donny trotted over to talk to some other middle schoolers.

      “Yeah. I told my dad I was sleeping at Rachael’s, so he won’t expect me ‘til tomorrow sometime.”

      “Donny won’t say anything?”

      “Nah.” Her little brother could be stupid sometimes, but he looked up to Gabe and pretty much worshipped the ground the guy walked on. Donny would take a secret to the grave if Gabe asked him to.

      “Good.” Gabe licked his cone and gave her a long look. “Because I can’t wait to be alone with you.”

      Tingles again. Everywhere. She’d never imagined it could feel this amazing to have a boyfriend. She thought about Gabe all the time, from the moment she woke up until she went to sleep at night. She loved the silly texts he sent her, the way his hand felt holding hers, the way he looked at her right before he kissed her. And even though he was going away to college at the end of August, they had two long months until that happened. They didn’t have to think about saying goodbye. They didn’t have to think about anything except stretching out every day as long as they could, starting with tonight.

      His parents were away for the weekend, which meant their lake house was empty. Gabe touched her thigh, and she glanced at him sideways. She wasn’t sure she loved him—she wasn’t sure what love was supposed to feel like—but this seemed pretty close. Trusting him. Wanting to be with him. Thinking about how all the strands of her life wove around him, and it was a hundred times better than it had ever been before. She laced her fingers through his and counted the hours before they could be alone.

      I want everything to stay just like this forever...
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          TEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “He left me a house?”

      Summer stared at the solid silver container holding her father’s remains. She’d always pictured someone’s ashes preserved in a fancy urn. Something sculpted or carved, meaningful and dignified. Instead, Hope Memorial Services, following Ronald Thompson’s wishes, had sealed his remains in a six-by-eight-inch metal box, which now sat in the center of Joe Bernstein’s desk.

      “The McCready estate, yes,” the lawyer said. “Although calling it a house might be…” He stopped and cleared his throat.

      “A stretch of the imagination?” Summer was surprised the thing still stood. Kids in town had always called the place haunted and avoided it on their way to school. Teenagers broke into it, leaving behind empty beer cans and used condoms. Adults mostly ignored it, driving by its thick hedgerow without so much as a glance at the craggy black rooftop.

      Now she owned it?

      “Well, yes. He didn’t do much work on it. He had a lot of plans, though.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense. I haven’t lived here since—”

      She stopped. Summer hadn’t spoken to her father in ages. She’d never imagined he owned anything more than the clothes on his back. “Why would he leave me a house?”

      The lawyer didn’t answer.

      She blinked a few times, then shook her head. “Well, obviously I’ll sell it.” She’d left Whispering Pines ten years ago. She wouldn’t have any reason to stay once she put her father’s affairs to rest. She smoothed her suit jacket and brushed the edge of the engraved business card holder deep in her pocket.

      Summer Thompson, Chief Curator, Bay City Museum of History. Knowing the words were there, close to her skin, brought some comfort. She could do this. She could go through her father’s affairs and spend a few days in her hometown. Then she’d hop a plane back to San Francisco and be done with it all. Within the museum walls, her world made sense. She could return to the business of cataloging other people’s lives and studying long-gone civilizations. She could organize press conferences, plan exhibit openings, and design educational seminars for local schoolchildren.

      Outside those walls? She lost her voice. She lost her grip. Amnesia had created a world where Summer couldn’t puzzle together the last decade of her own life. Even this meeting was a kind of surreal, underwater dream. She could barely say the word father, because Ronald Thompson hadn’t been one to her in almost a decade. She mourned his death, in a detached sort of way, but she hadn’t spoken to him in years. All the plans and details his lawyer had laid out for her meant little. She didn’t belong in Whispering Pines anymore, and she wasn’t about to open old wounds by staying any longer than she had to.

      She took another look at the papers on the table. “You’re absolutely sure he owned the McCready estate? Free and clear?” She almost expected a cameraman to jump out from behind a door and tell her she was the star of a joke reality show.

      “I did all the paperwork for him when he bought it.”

      Summer refrained from asking when that had been. I would’ve come back. Maybe. If he’d asked me just once.

      But he hadn’t.

      “You might want to take a look at the place before you make any decisions,” Joe went on. “I know what you think. It’s always been a mess. Deserted since before any of us can recall. But it’s beautiful, despite being, well, a little worse for wear. Your father had vision.”

      Your father. Her lips pressed together, and her heart ached despite her resolve to remain cool and collected. It could have been different. But he hadn’t wanted it to be.

      “Summer?”

      “I’ll drive out this afternoon,” she said as she pulled out her cell phone to check her messages. “But I can tell you already, I won’t be keeping the house.” She couldn’t imagine what it looked like inside. Even in good condition, it would be ten times bigger than she needed. And she’d never live in Whispering Pines again. Too many ghosts here. Too much heartache. “Can you give me the name of a couple local realtors?”

      Joe tapped his fingers on the table. “Of course.” He paused for a moment. “If you do decide to sell, there’s something you should know.”

      His cautious tone made her lower the phone to her lap.  “What is it?”

      “There’s an old farmhouse on the back acre of the property that your father rented out. A family’s been living there for a couple of years now.”

      She glanced out the window to the mountains that framed the small town. “So if I sell it, farmhouse and all, I’m a schmuck who’s throwing someone out of their home.”

      “You could never be a schmuck. I just wanted you to know.”

      She pulled at her bottom lip. “Could I sell it with some kind of contingency? Let the renters stay on?”

      “I’m sure you could talk to the realtor about that. Might make it harder to find a buyer, though. I know you want to get this taken care of...” He cleared his throat again. “...as soon as possible.”

      Summer shifted in her chair. Ten years since the accident. Ten years of memories she couldn't put together, of friendships neglected, of loss she’d tried to forget. As soon as possible was preferable, yes.

      “Mac Herbert’s doing the repairs on the house,” Joe added. “You remember him? Went to high school around the same time as you.”

      She nodded.

      “He’s got a new guy in town helping him out. Well, not new, exactly. He’s been here for a couple of years. Damian Knight. He’s the one renting the farmhouse.”

      “They’re still working on it?”

      “Your father paid them through the end of the summer. He left a checking account to cover the costs.”

      Joe reached over and squeezed her hand. He still wore the thick gold ring she remembered as a child, encrusted with his initials and those of Yale Law School. “Sweetheart, you don’t have to rush. Take some time to think things through. To process everything.” He paused. “I’m worried about you, rushing in and out and…well, you need to mourn.”

      But she didn’t need time. She needed to move on, the same way she had years ago.

      Summer slipped her purse over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” The manila envelope went into her briefcase. She adjusted the clip holding her dark blonde hair away from her face, then tucked the box of ashes under one arm.

      He tented his fingers together. “How long are you staying?”

      “A few days. I’ll go look at the house now and start the process of listing it tomorrow. I can’t stay any longer than a week, either way. I have a return plane ticket booked.” She had museum exhibits coming in. A fundraising meeting the following Tuesday, and an interview with the local paper the Thursday after that. The Bay City Museum had a full-time staff of four and a handful of volunteers that ran it in her absence. Summer couldn’t put the rest of her life on hold just because her father had died.

      “You’ll call me before you leave?”

      “I will.” She stopped with one hand on the door. “You know I’m too old for you to worry about, right?”

      The sixty-five year-old rose, all knees and elbows inside a navy suit that hung loose on his angular frame. “Never. Your father would want me to.”

      My father is dead. She squared her shoulders. And I don’t feel any sadder today than I did all those years ago when he sent me away from Whispering Pines. For a moment, an eighteen-year-old with flyaway hair, bright blue eyes and a stomach full of grief reared up in her memory.

      “I’ll call you later,” she said and waved goodbye.

      “Take care, then.”

      Summer paused just outside the law office. In the distance rose Sunrise Mountain, the highest peak of all those that surrounded the town. Once upon a time, she’d loved looking up at it. Now it seemed ominous, as if pressing down on the tiny town at its base. She sighed. She didn’t really want to walk down Whispering Pines’s Main Street to the corner lot where she’d parked her rental car. She didn’t want to see the silhouette of the high school, or trip on the cracked sidewalk by Evie’s Parlor where the tree roots always came up, or pass by the Corner Sweet Shoppe where she’d spent so many afternoons over hot fudge sundaes.

      But neither could she stay here, talking about a man she’d said goodbye to long before he actually left this earth. Outside, the sunlight might blind her enough to keep the ghosts from taking up residence inside her head again. She took a deep breath and lifted her chin. The McCready house sat only a few miles away. She might as well drive across town right now and see what she was dealing with. She squared her shoulders and put on her sunglasses.

      “Let’s go get this over with.”
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      Eight miles away, Damian Knight and Mac Herbert stood on the front porch of the McCready estate, holding ice-cold bottles of water and looking out across the lawn.

      Mac took a long drink of water and glanced at his phone. “Summer Thompson’s coming over to check out the place. Ron’s lawyer just texted me.”

      Damian leaned against the porch railing and took a long drink of his own. “Guess you owe me twenty bucks, then.”

      “Guess so. You called it right.”

      “I knew she would. No one would be able to sell a place without even lookin’ at it.” Damian stuck his hammer into his tool belt, slung low across his waist. “So what’s she like?” He’d met her father only a couple of times. Nice guy, but solemn and tight-lipped. He wondered if the daughter would be the same.

      “Summer?” Mac shrugged. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Not that long. And this town isn’t that big. C’mon. The two of you probably went to homecoming or prom together.”

      Mac grinned. “Nope, never. Summer was too good for me. She was a couple years behind me in school, anyway. We didn’t cross paths much.”  He cocked his head. “But she was cute back then, from what I remember.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Kept to herself a lot, but yeah. One of those smart types who’s good-lookin’ but doesn’t know it. Great body, cute face… Hey, quit hogging the chips.” He grabbed an open bag from beside Damian and dumped the crumbs into his mouth.

      “Why’d she leave town? California’s a long way from here.”

      Mac busied himself with collecting empty soda cans from lunch and tossing them into a cardboard box. “You didn’t hear?”

      Damian shook his head.

      “Her little brother died in a car accident right after she graduated from high school. Summer’s boyfriend at the time was driving.” He shook his head. “Terrible thing. Her father sent her off to live with an aunt somewhere near Chicago. I think he figured she’d be better off away from it all, but some people thought he blamed her for what happened. She never came back after that. Don’t know how she ended up on the west coast. College, maybe.”

      Damian whistled. “That’s pretty rough. No mom around?”

      “I think she died when Summer was young.” Mac stood with a grunt, one hand on his lower back. “Be too bad if she decides to sell this place, huh? You know that house of yours is part of this property.”

      Damian dug one heel into the ground. Of course he knew. The farmhouse was a rental, because they didn’t have the money to buy a place outright. They never had. And his mother had just finished decorating it the way she liked.

      “Maybe she’ll divide the property and sell the farmhouse to you.”

      “Yeah. Sure.” And maybe pigs would get up on their hind legs and dance.

      “Sorry, man.” Mac clapped a hand onto Damian’s shoulder. “Not a done deal, though. Talk to her when she gets here, face to face. If it doesn’t work out, I got a cousin with a couple of rental places over in Silver Valley. You want his number, let me know.”

      Damian nodded without answering. He glanced over his shoulder at the mountains that rose just beyond the roofline of the McCready house. About fifty miles west of the New York-Massachusetts border, Whispering Pines sat at the base of the Adirondack Mountains. To most travelers, it was only an exit off the interstate, a stop halfway between Albany and Syracuse where you could get some gas or a burger before continuing on to more interesting destinations. It had a movie theater, a grocery store, a school, and a handful of bars. Slow pace, sure, but the people were nice enough. Actually, Damian thought, the people were more than nice. Whispering Pines got too much snow in the winter and not enough sun in the summer. It wouldn’t ever appear in a magazine spread of the country’s most glamorous vacation spots, though Sunrise Mountain was pretty amazing to look at, especially on mornings that gave the peak its name. And the five thousand residents who made their blue-collar lives here were steady and strong, cut from good cloth. They helped each other out, and they didn’t talk much behind each other’s backs.

      Damian’s hand tightened on his tool belt. This town had given his mother and sister a place to escape, a chance for a new life, and for that he was eternally grateful. Summer Thompson couldn’t sell the farmhouse. She couldn’t pull the ground out from under them, not after everything they’d been through. He would do everything in his power to make sure that didn’t happen.

      

      Summer turned onto Main Street. Fifteen years ago, Whispering Pines had installed its first and only traffic light out by the school. Now she could see they’d added another, just past the center of town. Slowing for the red, she braked and looked around. A few changes, not many. The town had a few new stores, the roads were in better shape, and the city limits reached out a little farther, but not much else had changed. In the distance she caught a glimpse of a new housing development dotting what she remembered as farmland with paved roads and sprawling homes.

      The light changed, and a pickup truck behind her tooted twice. Raising her hand in acknowledgement, Summer squinted into the rearview mirror. Sure enough, she recognized the face at the wheel of the blue Dodge Ram. Back in high school, Billy Watkins had been the leader of a group of kids who skipped every class except gym and lunch and spent their days smoking out by the baseball fields. True to form, the Billy of today clenched a cigarette in his teeth and puffed with a vengeance as he turned the wheel and headed away from her.

      She readjusted clammy hands on the steering wheel and wondered who else she’d see. She hadn’t left any close friends behind except Rachael Hunter. Everything and everyone else had faded over the years. But as she headed down Main Street and neared Whispering Pines Central School, memories flashed inside her head. A wide, white smile. Broad shoulders that filled out a football jersey. A laugh that turned heads. With little effort, she could almost see Gabe Roberts again—eighteen and handsome enough to bring a lump to her throat. Bare skin against hers. Lips murmuring promises into her neck.

      And then.

      His voice, strained and panicked. His hand tugging at hers. Shrieking tires and metal thundering against metal. Moonlight and blood and then, finally, darkness. Gabe had been there the night everything changed.

      Summer’s jaw snapped shut and she bit the inside of her cheek. Stop thinking about it. It happened forever ago. She couldn’t get lost in those memories. Nothing good could come of it.

      She turned from Main Street onto Red Barn Road. Here the houses spread farther apart and the sidewalks vanished. Another mile, and a handful of enormous old homes lined the road. Some had been renovated. Most were falling down. At the turn of the last century, they’d belonged to wealthy families from New York City, vacation homes for those who couldn’t quite afford Newport or Nantucket. But they’d been empty for years.

      Why on earth did you buy one of them, Dad? Beyond that, why had he left it to her? He couldn’t have expected her to return. And from what she’d heard, his cancer had taken root firmly and progressed steadily, so he couldn’t have thought he had years left to live. She took a deep breath as a wall of thick green shrubbery rose up. Spires shot into the air above the trees, and a lump grew in her throat. She didn’t want to see it. She surely didn’t want to own it.

      But as if someone else were guiding her, she put the car into park and slipped off her sunglasses. There stood the McCready house: terrifying, monstrous, and all hers.
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      The house was larger and more imposing than Summer remembered: three stories high, topped by cupolas and a widow’s walk. The two lower floors boasted crumbling balconies, and ivy obscured many of the windows along the ground floor. A worn, chipped walk led up to the porch, which extended the entire length of the house and wrapped around both sides. Overgrown oaks and elm trees surrounded it. According to the deed, the estate included five acres of property, with the two-story farmhouse out back as well.

      The rental farmhouse. Summer’s stomach tightened. Even after his death, Ronald Thompson hadn’t managed to make things easy on her. “Couldn’t just leave me a place I could put on the market right away, could you?” She closed her eyes and tried to summon strength. When she opened them again, she felt better. A little.

      She also felt rather sweaty, thanks to an unforgiving afternoon sun. She peeled off her suit jacket and left it in the car. Silly to think she needed to dress formally for her lawyer’s meeting. She was in Whispering Pines now. Unless things had changed, jeans and T-shirts would do just fine.

      As soon as she stepped through the hedgerow, she saw piles of lumber and building supplies. Well, the workers were definitely here and definitely in the middle of things. She glanced at her watch and walked toward the house. Part of her—most of her—wanted to catch an early flight back to California. Out there, she knew who to trust and who to avoid. She had an apartment, a career, and a routine to fill her days. High school lay tucked away in a neat row of photo albums on the top shelf of her closet.

      “Ow! Damian, watch it—what the—”

      “Sorry, Mac.”

      Summer shaded her eyes. “Hello?” Despite the scaffolding propped against the front of the house and the tools scattered everywhere, the grounds seemed vacated. Didn’t I just hear them?

      “I thought I said—”

      “I know, but…”

      She looked up. Along the roofline stood two men. The head on the right bobbed up and down, and a thick arm jabbed skyward for emphasis. She smiled as she recognized the bushy-haired, no-necked running back from Whispering Pines High’s football team. Next to Mac, another head with lighter hair caught gold from the sun. She didn’t recognize it.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Well…” Mac’s voice faded, and Summer couldn’t hear the rest of his reprimand.

      She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Hello?” For a moment, no one responded. Then both men leaned over the edge of the roof and stared down at her.

      “Summer?” Mac wiped his brow. “You got here fast. Hang on. We’ll be right down.”

      As Summer waited, she studied the house. The double front doors hung loose on their hinges, the glass inside them scarred and cracked. Ancient graffiti had scratched illegible names in the porch railing. The porch itself was scuffed and scarred, and dusty cobwebs decorated every corner. What a mess.

      She ran one finger along the splintered banister. Yet even run-down and raggedy, the house stood with a sort of grandeur. If she tried hard enough, she could almost picture a woman in hoop skirts sweeping her way down the wide stairs, while a man in a top hat and tails waited at the bottom. Maybe I could do some research on the place, find out its history. People might like buying a house with a story. She stepped closer.

      “Hey, you can’t go up there.” A strong hand grabbed her elbow.

      Summer turned with a start. “Why not?”

      “Not safe yet.” He motioned to the steps, and when she looked closer, she saw a missing riser and a deep ragged hole behind it.

      “Oh. Geez, thanks.” She smiled an apology at Mac’s assistant.

      He was tall, with light brown hair and deep blue eyes, and his broad, shirtless chest shone with sweat. Muscular biceps, no doubt made strong from summer labor, twitched as he reached for an itch between his shoulder blades. Summer swallowed and tried to chase away a crazy urge to scratch the spot for him.

      “I’m Summer Thompson” She reached out a hand in greeting. “The—ah—the new owner of this place.”

      “Hi. Damian Knight.”

      The one who’s renting the farmhouse. “Listen, I…” She meant to talk to him about that, but she couldn’t quite process the words as his blue eyes locked with hers. Her heart hammered. Her mouth grew dry. Damian hadn’t yet dropped her hand, which she didn’t mind in the least. It was awfully strong. Warm. Sending electricity straight through her. This might be a problem.

      “Summer!”

      Mac’s hand on her shoulder broke her out of her reverie. She turned and plastered on a smile she hoped looked normal. “Hi, hey, Mac, it’s great to see you,” she babbled.

      “Hey there, yourself. Welcome back. Can’t believe you’re here.” He shook his head and grinned, and she glimpsed the chipped front teeth she remembered from high school.

      “I wanted to see the house. I just…” She faltered. “I just found out about it.”

      “I know. Your father wanted it to be a surprise. Sorry about your loss, by the way.” He looked over his shoulder. “He did a great thing, buying this place. Wish he could have seen it finished.”

      She wasn’t sure it was a great thing at all, and still didn’t understand why her father had saddled her with it, but she kept her mouth shut. Someone else would appreciate it, she was sure. There were a few history buffs around here, and if she priced it low enough, they could get it for a song.

      “We’re working on the roof today,” Mac went on. “Got another day or so before it’s done. There’s some interior work to do after that. And don’t use these front steps, okay? We still gotta replace a few.”

      She nodded. “It looks…” Like nothing I would ever want to live in? Like the biggest mistake my father could have made? She wasn’t sure what to say. She slid a glance toward Damian, her cheeks still hot. She couldn’t think straight with him standing so close.

      “It’s a lotta work,” Mac interrupted her thoughts. “But your father paid us through Labor Day, and we’ll probably finish most of the major structural work by then. ‘Course, I don’t know what your plans are. If you’re gonna sell it as is, or…” He stopped and waited for her to finish the sentence. She didn’t.

      “Can I see the inside?” she asked instead. She wanted an idea of the mess she was dealing with. But her doubt grew as she looked around. The needed repairs seemed overwhelming, and those were just the ones she could see.

      “Sure.” Mac glanced at his watch and turned to Damian. “You’re leaving early today, right?”

      “Yeah.” But Damian didn’t move. Instead he ran one hand through his hair and sent a cloud of sawdust flying. A grin touched his eyes and, for a brief second, Summer saw her own reflection in his gaze. She looked small and dark, a little girl floating on the blue of his iris. He smiled, and in the sunlight, the blue deepened until she felt like she was falling inside it, forgetting who and where she was. Something jumped in her stomach, and her palms tingled. Knights in Whispering Pines? There hadn’t been any for as long as she could remember.

      Don’t fall for the guy whose heart you have to break tomorrow.

      Mac cleared his throat. “Uh, there’s a door around back we can use until these stairs are fixed.”

      “Okay.” She did her best to negotiate the walk with care, but a couple of times she almost tripped over a loose stone or a soft spot in the grass.

      Get a grip. She tried not to think that her unsteady steps came from anything else besides high heels on cracked pavement. Certainly not from the guy behind her, whose gaze she swore she could feel burning into her back. She managed to reach the far corner of the house without losing her footing again, but then she made the mistake of turning and peeking over her shoulder. Damian had pulled on a faded T-shirt, which promptly turned damp and stuck to his broad chest like it had been painted on. He gave her a grin, and her head spun yet again.

      As he bent and collected some tools, his chiseled arms flexed as he deposited them into a box. Summer wondered what they’d feel like on her instead. Carrying her, perhaps, straight up the stairs and into an abandoned bedroom where he…

      “You still there?” Mac called from the porch.

      “Ah, yes. Right here.” She pinched the skin on the back of her hand to keep herself from drooling. You’re being ridiculous. Damian’s a local guy working on the house, that’s all. So he’s got a great body. And an amazing smile. He’s probably got a girlfriend too. You’ll be gone in a matter of days. And he’ll be packing his things and moving, courtesy of your signature on a sheet of paper.

      That thought got her head back where it belonged, even though it made her heart ache. “I’m coming,” she called to Mac, and hurried to join him. Better to get this over with as soon as possible.
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      Twenty minutes later, Summer and Mac stood on the landing between the first and second floors. The air barely moved inside the house, and the humidity seemed to have skyrocketed since noon. Summer pulled her hair off the back of her neck. “You were right,” she said. “It is beautiful. And it has tons of potential.”

      “Yep,” Mac agreed as he wiped his face.

      She turned in another slow circle and took it all in with her curator’s eye. Who had lived here a century ago? The lady of the house, preening before a mirror as she waited for guests to arrive? Her husband, who toiled over the books by candlelight? Had five or six children tumbled across the threshold? Had an army of servants kept it spotless? She made a mental note to visit the archives down at the Town Hall and see what she could unearth about the history of the house. It would definitely help the sales listing.

      She glanced into a good-sized bathroom off the main hallway. A claw-foot tub stretched along one side, and built-in cabinets covered one whole wall. Maybe she should let them continue remodeling. It would increase the value of the place, that was for sure. The second floor would make a nice master suite and a good place to—

      Summer stopped breathing.

      From where they stood, she could see straight through the great room’s tall windows. Thickets of pines surrounded the house. Beyond that, the tall peak of Sunrise Mountain. To the right, the roof of the rental farmhouse peeked out in the distance. But beyond the roof, beyond the trees, a mile or so away, rose the black iron gate of All Saints Cemetery. And somewhere in that green expanse lay her brother’s remains.

      Her chest grew tight. She’d never stepped foot inside All Saints. She had no idea where her brother was buried or what his headstone said. Her father had never allowed it that summer, nor bothered to tell her years later. Now he wanted her to live within shouting distance of Donny’s grave? Was this some kind of punishment? Or messed-up karma?

      

      “Summer, listen carefully. Can you hear me? Do you understand what I’m telling you?

      She rolled her head against the pillow. Everything hurt, from the bandage around her forehead to the splint that held her broken ankle in place.

      “Aunt Sue is coming tomorrow to take you to her place. You’ll stay with her out in Chicago for a while.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I’ve already decided. It’ll be better for everyone.”

      

      She blinked. Was that her father’s voice? That conversation—she didn’t remember having it. She didn’t remember anything from the night of the crash or the three days following. She stared into the distance as the cemetery gate grew blurry in her vision. Wiping both hands against her skirt, she fought growing anxiety. Perspiration covered her forehead. I can’t breathe. She turned to flee and caught one heel on the top riser.

      “Whoa!” Mac caught her elbow just before she pitched headfirst down the stairs. “Might want to wear some different shoes if you’re going to be spending a lot of time here.”

      “Don’t worry,” Summer said through clenched teeth. “I’m not.” She counted to ten and drew a breath. Then another.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just the heat, I guess. It got to me.”

      “Here.” He handed her a clean rag from a pile on the stairs, and she pressed it to her forehead.

      “Thanks.”

      “So what do you think?” He asked as they descended.

      What do I think? Summer shook her father’s voice from her mind. “It’s great. And enormous. I’m definitely putting it on the market. Today, I hope.” It was some kind of weird flashback, that’s all. Her therapist had told her she might experience them, especially in the wake of her father’s death. She just hadn’t thought coming back to Whispering Pines would jog the past into her present so quickly.

      “Let me know if I can help out with anything,” Mac offered.

      “I will.” By the time they reached the first floor, the strange memory was gone. “Any chance you know Sadie Rogers’ number? She took over the family real estate agency, right?” She’d asked Joe for some realtor names, but she needed to get this house listed and out of her hands as quickly as possible. She’d figure out how to deal with the complication of Damian Knight and the rental property later.

      “I don’t know it offhand, but there’s a good old-fashioned phone book in the kitchen.” Mac checked his watch. “Might be tough to catch her, though. It’s already after four.”

      “She closes that early?”

      “Well, she’s got the twins that she’s always running around to things, plus I don’t know if ya heard, but Manny left her last year, so she’s a single mom now,” Mac’s cheeks turned red, as if he’d said too much. “She’s got a lot on her plate,” he added.

      Summer pulled out her cell phone. “Well, let me call her, at least.” Maybe she could get the paperwork started.

      “Staying at the Point Place Inn?”

      Summer nodded. It wasn’t as though the town boasted a slew of choices. Though she would have been welcome at Rachael’s, she wasn’t sure she could deal with the memories that would greet her there. Better a neutral hotel room with no connection to her past. She Googled Sadie’s number, but as Mac had promised, the answering machine at Rogers’ Real Estate picked up, so she left a quick message. With any luck, Sadie would call her back soon. The two of them had gone to school together, even shared some of the same classes their junior year. Maybe Sadie could rush things along, work out the details over the phone, arrange for Summer to fax her signature from California.

      “If you need anything else, or have questions about the place, gimme a call,” Mac said. “Or just stop by. We’re here pretty much all the time.”

      “Okay. I appreciate it.” She checked her voicemail. Four messages, none crucial. Good thing. Her brain, already on overdrive, couldn’t handle much more this afternoon.

      “I’ve got to go into town for some supplies,” Mac said as he headed for the door. “You’re welcome to stick around if you like. Just be careful. You have a key?”

      “Joe gave me one. Thanks.” Mac left, and Summer took her time surveying the kitchen. A bay window looked out onto the back lawn, a green expanse that stretched to a grove of pine trees about a hundred yards away. She could imagine a breakfast nook here, a table with chairs pulled up close and a checkered cloth on top. In her imagination, children tugged on their mother’s legs while she laughed over their heads to her husband. A family belongs here. A family with lots of kids and lots of hope and no heartache.

      She pushed open the screen door, made her way down the steps and had almost reached the ground when her foot hit another soft spot. Stupid high heels. She grabbed for something—found nothing—stumbled and fell. “Oof.” Her knees met the ground and she wrenched her wrist trying to break her fall. She kicked off both shoes, disgusted with herself.

      “Are you okay?” The voice came out of nowhere.

      Terrific. A witness for her humiliation. She didn’t answer, hoping the voice and the person it belonged to would go away. It didn’t. Instead, a hand touched her shoulder.

      “Summer?”

      Damian. Something loosened in her stomach, and she scrambled to her feet. “I thought you were gone.” She dropped a quick glance at his left hand. No ring. But construction workers didn’t always wear rings on the job, did they?

      “Forgot something.”

      His hand had moved from her shoulder, but it left an imprint of heat, and she shivered despite the eighty-degree temperature. Touch me again. And don’t let go this time. Her wrist ached and she cradled it, more to keep her hands from reaching out and touching him in places they probably shouldn’t.

      “Sure you’re not hurt?” He took a step closer and bent to inspect the wrist she was rolling back and forth.

      Summer shook her head and tried to find words. Her skin burned at his touch.

      He rubbed it lightly, feeling the bones and massaging the tendons. “Doesn’t feel broken.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine. Just having a clumsy moment.”

      He smiled. “You get a look at the place?”

      She nodded. Her arm tingled from where he’d touched it.

      “It’s beautiful.” Squinting, he leaned back as if to take it all in. “I can almost picture how it’ll look when it’s all done.” He met her gaze. “Your dad had a lot of vision. I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to know him better.”

      Summer bent to brush dirt from her skirt and didn’t answer. It would take a lifetime to explain her relationship with her father to someone who hadn’t always lived in Whispering Pines, who hadn’t known the way her father had protected her. Worried over her. Blamed her and sent her away after her brother died.

      “Listen, about the rental house,” she began.

      He stuck his hands into his back pockets. “Yeah. About that.”

      “I know you’ve been living there for a while. If I can, I’ll try to sell the place to someone who’ll leave it status quo.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “I get it. If you’re selling fast, you don’t have a lot of choices.”

      “I’m trying to figure them out. Really.” The grass didn’t feel so bad between her bare toes, and she leaned into it for a moment. “Leaving early for a hot date?” she teased.

      He gave her a half-grin. “You could say that.”

      Reluctantly, she slipped her shoes back on. Of course he is. Look at him. Probably every woman in town wants to go out with him. “What’s her name?” Maybe Summer had graduated with the lucky woman.

      “Dinah.”

      “Oh.” She didn’t recognize it. “Well, have fun.”

      “I will.” He backed around the corner of the house, holding her gaze longer than he needed to.

      Summer watched until Damian disappeared into the shadows. A long breath escaped her. On the surface, Whispering Pines seemed the same sleepy hamlet she’d grown up in, but when she looked closer, certain details had shifted in the last decade. A house that towered to the sky. A handsome, complicated stranger who turned her thoughts inside out. Memories of her brother and father that sprang up when she least expected them.

      Suddenly exhausted, she headed for her car. She couldn’t wait to get out of here.

      

      Six hundred miles away, Theo Braxton drew a sleeve across his mouth and wiped away lunch. “You got ’em?”

      Randall Potts, dime-store private investigator, nodded. He slid an unmarked manila envelope across the scarred desk and smiled. “Eight pictures. Taken last week.”

      Theo stared at the envelope without reaching for it. His foot jounced on the stained linoleum, nerves getting the better of him. Three years. He’d lived without his wife and daughter for three long years. And now he couldn’t get up the balls to look at what the PI had uncovered. He coughed. “Got any water?”

      The man with the hair plugs and cheap blue suit nodded and ambled down the hall. Alone, Theo inched closer to the desk. Closer to the envelope. His heart hammered in his chest. He’d wanted this, after all. He’d convinced himself it was the right thing—the only thing—to find his family and bring them home again.

      Potts returned with a paper-cone cup of water. “Here you go.” He cleared his throat and remained standing. “That’ll be two hundred, like we agreed.”

      Theo barely heard him. He downed the water in a single gulp and then slid one finger under the flap of the envelope. Eight glossy photographs slid into his hands, and there she was, his beautiful Hannah, smiling down at their daughter as the two of them ate ice cream at some roadside stand. Faint lines had etched themselves around her mouth and eyes, but he’d smooth them away. He’d make her remember what it was like to be young and carefree. If she came home again, he’d give her anything she wanted. Sweat broke out on his brow.

      “Here.” He handed over four fifty-dollar bills, fresh and uncreased. “When can you get me her address?”

      The investigator cleared his throat. “You want that, I’ll need another two hundred.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Said you wanted pictures. You want contact info, it’s gonna cost more. She’s got a prepaid cell number and an unlisted landline. Tougher to trace.”

      “So just tell me where the pictures were taken.” He could make out pine trees behind them and a cloudless blue sky. No buildings.

      “You got the cash?”

      Theo fisted both hands in his lap so he wouldn’t reach over and throttle the guy. “Got a roofing job next week. I’ll have it then.”

      “Call me in ten days. You have the cash, I’ll have what you need.”

      Theo got to his feet and slammed the office door on the way out. He was sick of waiting. Sick of wondering where his family had gotten to and how long until he could see them again. Outside, he lit a cigarette and stomped to his truck. Probably should find out if his boss had any work for him, but all he really wanted was to belly up to the local bar for a couple shots of Jack Daniels.

      He pulled out of the parking lot and cut off a minivan. The driver honked and got the finger in return as the shingle with Randall Potts’ name on it disappeared in Theo’s rearview mirror. His temper eased. He’d give this idiot ten days, and if the guy couldn’t deliver, he’d go to someone who could. Or he’d hunt down his wife and daughter on his own.
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      Damian coasted to a stop outside the soccer fields by the high school. A few hundred yards away, figures in bright yellow and red jerseys darted across the grass. Behind them, the sun hung over the hills and cast sheets of light in every direction. His watch read four forty. Good, he wasn’t late. He drummed his fingers in a restless pattern on the steering wheel and let his aching back relax. Closing his eyes for a minute, he listened to the faint shouts from the field. The images of soccer players faded, replaced by luminous dark eyes and long hair.

      Summer Thompson. From Mac’s accounts, he’d expected her to be attractive. What he hadn’t expected was someone with such a steady gaze, such long legs and a mouth he wanted to capture with his own. Something about the curve of Summer’s lips made you stop and look. And then look again.

      Damian opened his eyes and rubbed one palm against his leg to still his desire. Take it easy, buddy. She might be a looker, but she wasn’t staying in Whispering Pines longer than a few days. Besides, he didn’t have time for a girlfriend or even a fling. He wasn’t available, and beyond that, Summer was the reason he might be homeless in a month.

      The reminder threw cold water on him. Would she really sell the farmhouse out from under them? She didn’t seem cold-hearted, but with everything Mac had said about her past, Damian couldn’t blame her for not wanting to stick around town.

      A whistle blew. The players had gathered into a knot at the edge of the parking lot, and Damian pulled himself from the Camaro and headed for the group. From here, they all looked the same in their ponytails, nylon jerseys and shorts, tall white socks and black sneakers. Sometimes he tried to test himself, to see if he could spot Dinah before she saw him. He always failed. Sure enough, in another minute, she came running over.

      “Dame!” Ten years old and tall for her age, his half-sister wrapped her arms around his waist and grinned.

      “Hey, ladybug.” Damian bent down and hugged her, damp hair and gangly arms and all. He tickled her ribs and she giggled up at him.

      “How was practice?”

      “Good. I scored two goals.”

      “Great job.” Damian smiled and looked over her head. Station wagons and minivans idled at the curb, and one by one the players climbed into their cars and waved goodbye. Dinah leaned into Damian’s legs and watched them go, and his heart ached the way it always did. His little sister deserved better than this. She deserved a father who’d pick her up from practice and take her for ice cream, a father who’d come to her games and cheer from the sidelines. Most of all, she deserved a sober father who’d carry her on his shoulders and protect her from the darkness that waited around corners. Damian felt like a poor substitute most of the time.

      “Let’s go.” Dinah pulled at her brother’s hand. But they’d gone only a few steps when he heard the voice behind him.

      “Dinah! Damian!” Petite and blonde, with breasts that always seemed on the verge of escaping her tiny T-shirts, Joyce Hadley jogged across the field.

      Damian took another few steps and reached for the car door. Just pretend you didn’t hear her. But Dinah tugged at his shirt.

      “Dame.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Coach Joyce wants to talk to you.”

      Damian resisted the urge to close himself in the car, roll up all the windows and take off without looking back. Instead, he took a deep breath, inhaled perfume and gagged.

      In her matching sky-blue shirt and shorts, Joyce looked like she belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine rather than at the helm of a soccer team. She blushed and tucked her hair behind one ear with a pinky finger.

      “Hi, Joyce. How’d my sister do today?”

      The platinum blonde fixed her gaze on Damian, barely looking at Dinah. “Fine.”

      “Anything I need to know about the game this weekend?” Damian stuffed his hands inside his pockets.

      “Be at the field by nine, same as usual.”

      Joyce glanced at Dinah and took one step closer to him. A gold cross dangled in the low-cut vee of her shirt. “We’ll be at Murphy’s tonight. You and Nate should stop by.” He nodded and turned away without answering.

      As Damian turned the key and pulled away, Dinah leaned out the open car window and waved. Joyce stood in the driveway beside the school. One hand twisted her hair; the other fluttered in their direction. Damian didn’t bother waving. Instead he reached over and tweaked Dinah’s ponytail.

      “Why don’t you like Coach Joyce?” Dinah asked as she propped both feet on the dashboard. Damian slowed at the red light and tried to decide how to answer the question.

      “Dame?”

      “What, ladybug?”

      “Why don’t you like her? She’s always saying hello to you, and you never want to talk to her.”

      “I like her fine. And what do you mean? I was just talking to her. She seems like a good coach.”

      “Yeah, plus she’s pretty,” Dinah continued. “And she bakes really good chocolate chip cookies.”

      “So you told me.” If that were all it took, I’d date her in a second. But baking skills and good looks only counted for so much. Once you started peeling the layers away, you found out the truth about a person. All the truth, ugly and whole and real. After the heartbreak of Angie, Damian had no interest in dating. He couldn’t bear to fall again, only to have the world pulled out from under him. Besides, Dinah and his mom needed him at home. Even if he’d wanted one, a relationship with Joyce Hadley wouldn’t fit into his life.

      “I wish I had hair like that,” Dinah said after a minute.

      “Hair like what?”

      “Like Coach Joyce’s. Long and blonde. Don’t you like it?”

      Damian grinned and pinched his sister’s nose. “I like your hair just the way it is.” He turned before the McCready place—or rather, the Thompson place now, he corrected himself—and drove down a long dirt driveway. A minute later the barn-red farmhouse appeared. As soon as the engine died, Dinah jumped out and ran inside.

      “Mom!”

      Damian took his time before he followed her. He straightened the flowerpots on the porch steps and picked up stray bits of newspaper. When they’d lived in Poisonwood, his mom had kept a perfect house, with blooming vines and a vegetable garden and a fountain in the front yard. Ever since the divorce, though, she hadn’t been the same. Doctors called it depression, but Damian suspected that the beatings she’d endured for years at the hands of her ex-husband had caused something deeper than that. Still, since the move to Whispering Pines almost three years ago, she seemed better. The dark circles under her eyes had faded, and she didn’t worry so much about letting Dinah leave the house.

      Damian climbed the stairs and opened the screen door. Silence greeted him. The door at the end of the hallway stood closed. He stopped outside it and listened carefully. Nothing. Continuing down the hall, he ducked into the kitchen to find Dinah elbow-deep in chocolate ice cream.

      “Want some?” A spoon dripped brown spots onto the faded linoleum at her feet.

      “Ice cream before dinner?” Damian winked. “Sure, ladybug. Give me the works.” He stuck one finger into the open container of whipped cream and dotted her nose with it. Dinah squealed with pleasure. When she dug the spoon into the carton again, he backed away and knocked on his mother’s door.

      “Mom?” Damian pressed his ear to the door. “Mom? You okay?”

      Worry slid cold fingers up his spine. When did the son become the parent? After T.J. started hitting her, when I was twelve and barely big enough to fight back for her? After the divorce, when she spent twenty hours a day locked in her room sleeping? Or after we moved to Whispering Pines and she couldn’t walk down the street without looking over her shoulder?

      He knocked again, and when he still heard nothing, he gripped the knob and wiggled it. This time a soft shuffling moved across the room. A moment later the door opened, and Hannah Knight peeked out at him. Relief melted the tension at his temples.

      “You’re okay.”

      She smiled. “Of course I’m okay. Can’t a woman have a few moments to herself?”

      Without answering, Damian leaned in the doorway and studied her. Dark hair untouched by gray swung against her shoulders; faint pink circles colored her cheeks. Even the pain and loneliness that sometimes creased her countenance could never hide the huge brown eyes, the high cheekbones, the translucent skin. If only he could erase the emptiness that shadowed her expression and replace it with the easy, dimpled smile he remembered from years ago.

      Hannah raised one hand to his face. “You’ve turned into such a handsome man,” she said softly. “What happened to my little boy? Sometimes I don’t even recognize you. I catch myself thinking, what is that good-looking guy doing in my house? You must drive the women in town wild.”

      He shuffled his feet. “No women for me, Mom. You and Dinah are the only ones I need.”

      “Oh, no. Don’t be silly. You should be dating someone. What about Dinah’s soccer coach?”

      Joyce? No way. She can’t take a hint. Won’t leave me alone. He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “It’s been a long time since you and Angie broke up.”

      Damian winced. He knew.

      “I want you to be happy.”

      “I am happy.”

      She squeezed his hand. “You know what I mean.”

      He shrugged again. Angie was gone, Joyce didn’t interest him, and he didn’t have the strength to bare his soul to anyone new. But then Summer Thompson flashed into his imagination, and again he felt her soft, warm wrist under his fingertips. He rubbed the back of his neck, and his cheeks grew hot. Where did that come from?

      “Listen, the new owner of the property stopped by today,” he said.

      Hannah’s hand dropped from his. “And?”

      “And she’s talking about selling everything included with the property, this place too.”

      “Oh, no.” His mother’s face lost its radiance. “There’s no way we can stay?”

      “I don’t know. I’m gonna talk to her about it.” Damian would find a way to keep them in this house. He had to. They’d gone through so much in the last few years, spent so much time looking over their shoulders and checking the locks on the doors. He couldn’t bear for them to move again. “Don’t worry. I’ll convince her to let us stay.” He pressed a kiss to his mother’s cheek and backed out of the room.

      Dinah stood in the doorway of the kitchen. She held a spoon in one hand and wiped her mouth with the other, leaving a streak of chocolate down the length of her arm.

      He laughed. “You’re gonna need a bath.”

      “No, I’m not.” She beamed up at him. “Hey, you wanna go for a hike before dinner? Mom said I could pick some of those flowers down by the creek, but she won’t let me go alone.”

      Of course she won’t. Though the divorce had been final for years, with sole custody of Dinah granted to Hannah, their mother still lived in fear that her ex-husband would steal the girl away. T.J. hadn’t shown up. He hadn’t called. But neither did they believe that the guy was gone for good. Damian’s fists tightened. With a love of liquor and a smile that could sweet-talk the devil, T.J. was a rattlesnake with a deadly bite. Since their move to Whispering Pines, Damian had made it his personal responsibility to make sure he never got close enough to the girls to hurt the air they breathed or the ground they walked upon.

      “Sure, let’s go,” he said as he took Dinah’s hand. “But don’t forget the rules, ladybug. In my sight at all times, okay?”

      

      Theo slouched in the chair and pulled a baseball cap over his eyes. He didn’t need the librarian or the old guy next to him giving him an eyeful while he was pecking away at the keyboard.

      His first Internet search turned up nothing. “Shit.”

      A young mother nearby frowned and covered her toddler’s ears. “Excuse me,” she hissed. “This is the library.”

      Didn’t think it was the circus, he wanted to say. He bit his lip instead and tried another search. This time he typed in Hannah’s son’s name. Damian Knight had never been anything but trouble in the years Theo had put a roof over their heads. Wouldn’t be surprised if he was the one who had told Hannah to leave the state in the first place. He scowled at the screen. No matter where they’d ended up, Theo was one-hundred-percent certain Damian still lived with his mother and sister, if not in the house with them, then somewhere close by.

      This search turned up something. Knew it. Theo glanced around and hunched as close to the computer screen as he could get. Damian’s name appeared halfway down a list of graduates from a two-year college somewhere in upstate New York. Theo pursed his lips and jotted the name of the school on a scrap of paper. The date was almost two years old, but he would bet Hannah hadn’t taken the family too far from there. He hadn’t tried to contact her in ages. She would have grown comfortable by now. Safe.

      Theo shoved the piece of paper into his pocket and shut down the computer completely. Next step: finding a map of New York. After that, he’d drive straight from center-city Baltimore to whatever podunk town Hannah and Dinah now called home.

      He’d worry about Damian when he got there.
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      Summer studied the papers strewn across the blue polyester motel quilt. Only a few days away from work, and she already felt out of the loop. Later that summer, their museum would have the rare opportunity to borrow a collection of artifacts recovered from the 1607 Jamestown colony. She ran a finger down the list of broken wine cups and cooking pots. She loved reading background material, reliving archeological digs that brought such finds to light. She loved seeing them up close and in person, wondering how many hands had touched them before hers. And yet all the documents in the world could never explain the most important things.

      They couldn’t explain why a young girl, on a particular day, might have chosen to mix corn and venison stew in her cooking pot. Or whether she’d learned the technique from a Potomac Indian woman or raised a callus on her finger as she stirred. Had she watched her mother nurse a newborn? Had she blushed and dropped her chin when a certain boy walked by?

      Summer pushed the papers together in a heap. She reached for the glass of water on her nightstand and wished it held something stronger. I only like putting other people’s pasts in order because I can’t remember my own. That’s what an ex-boyfriend had told her once. She downed the water and wondered if it were true.

      She’d been back in Whispering Pines for forty-eight hours, and aside from the one strange moment in the house, she still hadn’t remembered anything about that night. Not that she really wanted to. Her eyes filled as she tried to remember her brother’s face, his laugh, the way he teased her about being in love with Gabe. She couldn’t. Everything about Donny had become a fog. More than one therapist had told her she was better off not remembering anything about the accident. Selective amnesia they called it, the brain sorting out and banishing any traumas too painful to recall. She’d thought being back here would bring them to the surface, but it looked as though she’d buried them too deep for that.

      Just as well.

      Summer pulled off her T-shirt and panties and flung them over a chair. The sheets, pilled but soft, she drew up to her chin. Sleep, she ordered. A good eight hours of it, please. This day had worn her out. Tomorrow or the next day, she’d meet with Sadie Rogers and get the house on the market. By the end of the week, she’d fly back to California. And this whole thing would be over.

      

      Damian settled himself into a lawn chair on the front porch and stretched out his legs. Folding one hand behind his head, he yawned and studied the mountains that wrapped their arms around the town. At night, especially in the absence of a moon, they became shadowy giants that towered over the residents. A few clients had told him they were good for hiking, especially Sunrise Mountain, but after almost three years of living in Whispering Pines, he still couldn’t decide whether they soothed him or scared him. Sometimes it was a little bit of both.

      His cell phone buzzed, and Nate Hunter’s name appeared on the screen.

      “Hey, man. What’s up?”

      “We going out tonight?” Damian’s best friend asked.

      “Sure. Where?”

      “Murphy’s?”

      Joyce Hadley flashed into Damian’s mind, pink and sky-blue and smiling with eyes that wanted much more than to coach his kid sister. We’ll be at Murphy’s tonight… “No. No way.”

      “Then how about Jimmy’s? I’m trying to get in good with the manager there. Word is they’re looking to hire a part-time bartender.”

      Damian nodded in the dim light. “All right. I’ll meet you there around nine.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “I’m going out with Nate for a little while,” Damian told his mother a few minutes later.

      “Good.” Hannah smiled over the dishes she washed, though her expression seemed weary. “There’s no reason for you to sit home with us every night.”

      But I would. He didn’t need to say the words; they hung in the kitchen above them, understood.

      “We’ll be fine,” Hannah said, and the set of her mouth confirmed her words. “Go.”

      Out of habit, he checked the deadbolts on the front and back doors before he left and made his mother promise not to open the door for anyone except the police. She nodded, slipping into her quiet nighttime mood, and Dinah waved goodbye from her beanbag chair by the television.

      With the day behind him and food in his stomach, Damian felt rested and more relaxed than usual. He tapped the steering wheel as music poured from his speakers. He headed down Main Street, toward the highway, until he reached a side street just beyond the overpass. Nate stood in the doorway of Jimmy’s Watering Hole, waiting. A corner bar away from the center of town, this place attracted the local thirty-somethings more than the drunken college kids home on summer break. Much better than Murphy’s.

      Damian had never really been into the bar scene, though he’d done it enough when he first started college. But too many nights of wandering home near dawn and puking into the toilet bowl had turned his stomach. Now he only went out occasionally, usually to quieter bars or the ones with a good band playing. Tonight this bar looked more crowded than usual, though, and he wondered if even Jimmy’s had been a mistake.

      “Thanks.” He took the beer Nate had bought him and followed his buddy through the narrow room. Before him, a sea of faces blended together. He finished his beer in a few long swallows and propped the empty bottle on the table beside him. A collection of other bottles sat there, next to a wrinkled cocktail napkin with a smeared phone number scrawled across it. Damian worked his hands into his pockets. Sometimes it felt like he was getting too old for this sort of thing.

      Then he saw her. The door to Jimmy’s opened and four women pushed their way inside. Clad in tight T-shirts and miniskirts, they strutted across the room and winked at the bartender. Damian’s chest tightened. The Hadley sisters: Tara, Joyce, Eva and Marie. All blonde, all beautiful. According to Nate, they’d grown up in Whispering Pines, two years apart in age, and never left. Damian wondered if they ever would. Joyce had mentioned going to Murphy’s. What were they doing here?

      He glanced over his shoulder and wondered if Jimmy’s had a back exit. Nope. Nothing but bodies stuck too close together. He shrank into the wall and looked at his feet.

      “Damian!” She’d spotted him.

      His stomach did a slow flop, over and back, and he raised his chin. No use avoiding her. “Hi, Joyce.”

      The shortest and blondest of the four wound her way through the crowd, and heads turned as she passed. When she reached him, Joyce looked up through mascara-drenched lashes and shook her head with a teasing smile. “This is a nice surprise.”

      He cleared his throat. “Thought you were going to Murphy’s.”

      “Changed our minds. Besides, I thought you might show up here.” She moved closer. “You’re here with Nate?”

      He nodded.

      “Why don’t you both come back to our place?” She curled an arm through his and pressed her breast against him. Warmth from her skin seeped through his shirtsleeve and into the crook of his elbow. It felt good, and for an instant he considered her offer. Maybe his mother was right. Joyce was easy on the eyes, and she sure wasn’t making things tough for him.

      Then he took a deep breath and shook his head. “Sorry. I’m calling it an early night.”

      “You sure?” She pushed her lips out in a pout.

      “I’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow.”

      She released his arm and pouted a moment longer. “I’ll be around if you change your mind. And you have my number.” With a wiggle of her slim hips, she rejoined her sisters at the bar.

      Damian watched her for a minute and then searched for his friend. In the dark ocean of faces and beer bottles, he couldn’t see anything at first. Then he spied Nate at the other end of Jimmy’s, with one of Joyce’s sisters giggling into his shoulder. Well, at least one of them would get lucky tonight. He threaded his way to Nate’s other side and mumbled a goodbye.

      “You’re leaving already?” Nate said. “We just got here.”

      “Long day.”

      “Call me tomorrow, then.”

      “Will do.”

      Eva Hadley started snaking her tongue along Nate’s earlobe right about then, so Damian slid out the front door before Joyce could bury her fuchsia nails into his own skin and drag him home with her.

      On his way back through town, he circled through Park Place Run, Whispering Pines’s version of a scaled-down Fifth Avenue. Nate had told him there used to be cornfields here, as far as you could see in every direction. Damian had a hard time picturing it now. Seemed a shame to lose so much countryside, but he supposed everything changed in the name of progress. Now, instead of fields, sidewalks of red brick wound into darkness, and white lights dotted miniature trees.

      He slowed the car. One restaurant remained open and a few people sat at the bar. Sometimes Damian longed to be part of them, to be part of a couple just for one night. To sit at a bar and drown in a woman. To watch her cheeks darken and her skirt shift as she crossed her legs. To lose himself in her conversation as evening became midnight and then wound its way to dawn without taking a breath. He hadn’t felt that way in years. Sometimes he thought he might not ever feel that way again.

      Except now there was Summer. Now there was someone he couldn’t keep his thoughts off, no matter how hard he tried. He headed for home, calculating the hours until morning and hoping she’d come to the McCready house again. This time, he wouldn’t stop with just a hand on her shoulder. No, he’d wind one arm around her waist and pull her close. See how her mouth felt against his, and see if he could make her lose her breath when he kissed her.

      Damian smiled for the first time all night.
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      Summer sat up, no closer to sleep than she had been three hours earlier. She got up and rifled through her overnight bag. Nothing. She’d used up her last Ambien on the flight here. Not even a lousy Tylenol PM lay loose in the bottom of her bag.

      She walked into the bathroom and stared at her reflection. Dark blonde hair, dark eyes, dark circles beneath them. A decent body, thanks to a semi-regular schedule at the gym, and curves that had emerged sometime around tenth grade. She pulled her hair away from her neck. If she looked closely enough, though, she could see the scar along her collarbone. It mirrored the smaller ones that crawled up the inside of her left wrist, spider-web fashion.

      Or broken-glass fashion.

      She dropped her hand and let her hair fall back into place. She didn’t need to look. She could trace the marks inside her mind.

      Without warning, the dizziness started again. Sweat broke out on her forehead. She reached for her T-shirt, her jeans, a pair of flip-flops by the door. Car keys and purse. Deep breaths, she tried to tell herself but the oxygen seized up inside her chest and she started to wheeze.

      “What’s happening to me?” Her words echoed inside the room. A panic attack? Another random memory?

      She yanked the door open and stumbled into the narrow corridor. The door swung shut behind her, and a second too late, she patted her back pocket. No keycard for Room 101.

      “Crap.”

      It didn’t matter now. Her pulse jumped as she stumbled down the hall; she could feel it inside her wrists and at the base of her throat. Perspiration dotted her upper lip and the corners of her mouth, and she tasted salt. At the far end of the hall, she reached for the exit door just in time, just as a voice echoed inside her head.

      

      “Summer? Where are you? My leg hurts. I’m scared. I can’t see you. Or Gabe. Where are you guys?”

      

      Sweet mountain air flooded her lungs.

      She’d forgotten how good it tasted, or that air could even taste at all. A complex combination of pine trees and starlight and wet, steamy pavement fell onto her tongue. I’m okay. I’m okay. She stopped and looked up. There they were, the dark shadows that hugged Whispering Pines. They hadn’t changed at all. The mountains still stood, half-gorgeous, half-ominous, and looked down on her in silence. She remained there for a long moment and just breathed.

      Oh, Donny. She laid one hand against her chest and willed her heart to slow. She hadn’t dreamt of her little brother in years. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard his voice inside her head. And yet just a moment ago, he’d sounded as though he sat right behind her. Tears filled her eyes and she pressed the heels of her palms to her face to stop them from coming.

      I miss you. I’m sorry. I wish I could have saved you.

      Summer climbed into her car and fumbled with the headlights. She took a long breath and blew her nose on a napkin. She couldn’t think about it. She couldn’t get lost in memories that weren’t even memories at all, but just pieces that didn’t fit together inside her head. She pulled out of the motel parking lot, took the first left and followed Perkins Lane around the back side of town. Maybe a drive would calm her. Or distract her.

      Whispering Pines was deserted, with not a single car or person anywhere she could see. She kept going and passed a familiar collection of one-story homes and double-wide trailers set back from the road. Most had a basketball hoop hanging from the garage door and pots of flowers on the front step. Not much had changed. Maybe nothing here had changed, except for her.

      At the corner of Melody Lane, a short half-mile from Whispering Pines Lake, she stopped. From here, she couldn’t make out the modest ranch with the sagging roof. She couldn’t see the pine trees that grew together and closed in the windows. But she knew her childhood home sat only a few hundred feet away. The yard she’d played in. The stream she’d waded through. The path that led through the trees and over the hill to Rachael’s house. Her father had sold it shortly after the accident and moved into a condo, and she didn’t know who lived in it now. Still, every part of her remembered it.

      

      “We’ll drop Donny off first.” Gabe’s hand, warm on her bare thigh, moved upward.

      “What?” Donny’s mop-top head, his hair too long and his lips still smeared with chocolate ice cream, bobbed in the back seat. “What didja say, Gabe?”

      “Nothing.” Summer turned up the radio. Warm June wind lifted the hair from her neck as the car darted along the empty roads outside Whispering Pines. She felt full, sated with the night and the happiness of high school graduation and the thrill of the guy in the seat beside her. She wanted to spend all night with Gabe. All of tomorrow too, and every day of summer until he had to leave for college.

      She hadn’t known she could feel like this, like a helium balloon filled up to bursting. She adored him. She wanted to be alone with him. But they had to take Donny home first, or her father would—

      The other car came out of nowhere. Blinding lights. Grinding brakes. A snapping motion that blew the airbag and bloodied her face. Tree limbs scratching at her arms and face. And the screaming, high-pitched and panicked in the stillness.

      “Summer? Summer?”

      His voice came from somewhere over her shoulder, and she would have tried to see where Donny was, except she couldn’t move her arms and she couldn’t find her legs and all she could hear was her little brother looking for her in the dark.

      

      Three miles from this spot, ten years ago, Summer’s world had shattered. Her brother—gone. The life she’d known—fractured. She’d spent a decade trying to piece herself together again, between college and various jobs and boyfriends that tried but never really took the place of Gabe. She’d seen a therapist. She’d taken up yoga. She’d done her best to put the past behind her.

      But being back in Whispering Pines was stirring her up in ways she’d never dreamed possible. She tried to recall what had happened when the cops arrived that night. She couldn’t. She only remembered the blinding beam of a flashlight moving over the car. Sirens. Gabe’s hand in hers. Donny’s voice far away.

      And a lot of questions she couldn’t answer.
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      Summer pulled onto the Hunters’ front lawn, wondering again why she’d agreed to come to their lake party. She didn’t really have time. She had less than a week before she left Whispering Pines, and if she could work a small miracle, she’d be gone even earlier.

      “Summer!” Rachael Hunter waved from the front porch of the ivy-covered house.

      She climbed from her car and looked toward the oaks that hid the water. We used to climb those trees. We sat in the branches and spied on Nate and his friends until the sun went down. Of course she’d come to this party. How could she not? How many days had she spent at this farmhouse as a child, basking in the warmth of Rachael and her family? And why hadn’t she come back at least once in all the years since to visit her most loyal childhood friend? Because I couldn’t cope. Not even with seeing Rachael. Suddenly she felt much older than twenty-eight. She palmed the car keys and locked the car doors before she remembered she was in the middle of farmland, not downtown San Francisco.

      “I can’t believe you’re really here!” Rachael met her halfway and flung her arms around her best friend.

      “Me either.”

      Rachael gave her a long look up and down. “You look good. Too thin, but good. How long are you staying?”

      “A few more days.”

      “That’s it?”

      “I have a ton of work at the museum.”

      “C’mon, you haven’t been back since high school. Can’t you take some more time off? I mean, no offense or anything, but you run a museum. It’s full of things that have been around for a hundred years or more. Your exhibits aren’t going anywhere.”

      “That’s not really the point.” Summer hated when people spoke about her job, about the way she’d chosen to spend her life, as if centuries long gone were less significant than what happened in the here and now. Without understanding the past, she always explained to the doubters, people had no business living in the present. Everything linked together in a beautiful, complicated chain.

      “I’m sorry. I just mean that nothing’s going to grow legs and walk away if you stay another week or two in Whispering Pines,” Rachael said. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      Rachael blew platinum blonde strands of hair from her eyes and handed over a plastic cup. “Well, I’m glad you’re here now, anyway.”

      Summer took one sip and gagged. “What is this?”

      “Some punch Nate made. Why? Is it bad?”

      “It’s awful.”

      “Thanks a lot.” A deep male voice spoke behind her.

      She turned and stared. A tall twenty-five-year-old, with white-blond hair identical to Rachael’s, grinned at her. “Wow,” she said. “Someone’s grown up.”

      He chuckled. “Hey, Summer. Welcome back.” The playful light in his eyes dimmed. “Hey, I’m really sorry about your dad.”

      She continued to stare at Rachael’s little brother. “You’re so…tall. When did that happen?” When she left Whispering Pines, Nate Hunter had been a short, cocky ninth-grader with acne and a bad haircut. Now he stood on the porch step below her, a man who’d grown about six inches and filled out.

      He laughed. “I sprouted up in college.”

      “You look good.”

      Rachael stole her brother’s baseball cap and mashed it down on her head. “Please. He’s marginally acceptable right now. Tall doesn’t mean he’s grown a brain, that’s for sure.”

      “Screw you, sis.” Nate grabbed for the hat but Rachael dashed inside the screen door and vanished. He shrugged. “Some things never change, huh?”

      Summer laughed. “I guess not.”

      He gave her a funny look. “You’re not staying long, are you?”

      “In Whispering Pines?” She shook her head. How did she answer his question? She wanted to ask how he could stay here after everything that had happened, but she supposed Donny’s classmates had survived better than his eighteen-year-old sister, and their father who didn’t want her around as a reminder.

      He loped down the porch steps. “Coming to the lake?”

      “Later.” She waved and watched him disappear behind the trees, still amazed at the boy who had shed his awkward teenage skin for the shell of an adult. He wears it well. Still, he probably hadn’t had much choice. When you lost your best friend at thirteen, the years that followed probably hardened you up a bit. Calloused you. Made you old before you really wanted to be.

      Summer climbed the porch steps and let herself into the house. Inside the foyer sat the same red rooster doorstop. The same fruit-patterned wallpaper peeled in the corners of the kitchen. If she tried hard enough, she could almost smell the chicken casserole Mrs. Hunter cooked on Friday nights and the snickerdoodles she made for special occasions. Summer leaned against the breakfast bar. Suddenly she was ten years old again, sleeping over at her best friend’s house, playing hide-and-seek in the woods, and sharing a tub of ice cream with Rachael long after her parents went to bed.

      “Where is everyone?”

      Rachael sat at the dining room table munching on chips. “Mom dragged Dad to a quilt show over in Silver Valley. Everyone else is down at the lake.”

      “Oh.” Summer exchanged Nate’s lethal punch for a diet soda.

      “So what’s it look like? From the inside, I mean.” Rachael asked.

      “What?”

      “The McCready house. Your house.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. It’s a mess.” She thought of the crumbling front steps, the broken windows, the cemetery gate visible from the second story.

      Rachael straightened her brother’s cap and propped her chin in one hand. “Remember when we used to go by there after school and dare each other to look in the windows?”

      “Sure.” Two skinny, knobby-kneed girls darted into Summer’s memory.

      “We never did, right?”

      “Nope. We always chickened out.”

      “And now you own the place. You finally get to look in the windows. Get over your fears.”

      “I guess.” Summer’s face flushed.

      “You okay? You look weird.”

      “I’m just tired. Still jet lagged, I think.” She didn’t want to admit that the past was starting to pop into the present every time she turned another corner.

      Rachael glanced out the window. “Oh, the guys are coming back in on the boat. Come on. I want to introduce you to someone.”

      “Someone as in a guy?”

      “Maybe.” Rachael held up a palm. “Before you say anything else, just let me introduce you. You’ll like him. He’s cute.”

      “Rach, I’m only here for a few more days.”

      “So you can’t have any fun in the meantime? Come on.” Rachael tugged on her arm, and this time Summer didn’t protest.

      They walked outside and down the steep lawn that led to the road and the lake on the other side of it. The roar of a boat engine grew as it coasted into the dock. In the boat, three bare-chested men held beers and laughed. Nate waited for them on the dock and reached out to help them moor it.

      It’s beautiful here. Always was. Still is. The water didn’t look like this in San Francisco. Beside the dock, the lawn met the lake in a crooked dirt line. No beach, just some frizzled grass that merged with sandy pebbles and disappeared. From there, Whispering Pines Lake took over, spreading one mile wide and three miles long, gorgeous and blue under the sun. The Hunters had their own dock, as did everyone who owned lakefront property. Two teams of laughing men and women played water volleyball nearby, and bikini-clad women sunned themselves on a raft.

      Summer shaded her eyes. How was it possible that this place still smelled exactly the same, like wind and water and suntan lotion? Put her anywhere in the world and pipe in this scent, and she’d be a teenager again, watching the sun beat down on Whispering Pines Lake.

      Rachael hopped from one bare foot to the other on the hot wooden dock. “You guys ready to do some skiing?”

      Two of the men in the boat glanced over. Sure, one mouthed. He opened a fresh can of beer and lifted it in Summer’s direction. Hi there.

      Hi, she mouthed back. He was good-looking, a little portly but with muscular arms and a buzz cut that showed off his dimples. The second guy reached out a hand to help her in, and she took it. He looked familiar, and she guessed they’d probably gone to school together, maybe a few years apart. As he shoved some towels off a damp seat for her, she tried to place the bright brown eyes and baritone laugh. George Hoskin’s little brother?

      But then the third occupant of the boat turned around, and her thoughts scattered. The same wavy hair glinted in the sun. The same blue eyes lit up when he saw her. Damian Knight raised one hand in greeting, and Summer waved in return. Her legs turned to jello and she reached for the side of the motorboat to steady herself.

      So Damian was one of Nate’s friends. The one Rachael meant to introduce her to? She’d almost forgotten how people’s lives wove themselves together in small towns like Whispering Pines, how everyone belonged to everyone else. Each person became a puzzle piece that locked together to make the town the living thing it was. No secrets here, and no strangers either.

      “Hi again, Summer.”

      Rachael’s eyes widened. “Again?”

      “Damian’s working on the house with Mac.” He took my arm when I fell the other day. And looked at me the same way he’s looking right now. Tingles she hadn’t felt in a very long time started up around her toes and zipped to her belly. Then to her arms and hands and the base of her neck. Her cheeks. Probably her eyes too. She shoved her sunglasses into place. Stop staring at him like a schoolgirl.

      “Oh, right. I forgot you guys probably already ran into each other.”

      “Almost literally,” Damian said under his breath, just loud enough for Summer to hear, and she smiled.

      Rachael took her place behind the wheel, revved the boat’s engine and pulled the rope from the dock. “So who’s water skiing?”

      Summer stumbled as they accelerated across the lake. “Not me. I’ll watch.” She sank into the seat across from Damian and tried to read his expression. Surprise upon seeing her? Pleasure? Or resentment, that she was only in town to sell the house where he lived? She still needed to talk to him about that. Renters knew houses might change hands over the years, didn’t they? She hoped he wouldn’t blame her for needing to put it on the market.

      Rachael offered her the skis twice, but Summer shook her head. She was content to watch the others skim across the water’s surface before they crashed into the waves. And she was more than content to watch the way Damian made them all look like amateurs as he cut in tight arcs across the boat’s wake on a single ski.

      Rachael laughed as she spun the boat in circles, trying to make him fall, and Summer relaxed in slow degrees. She’d been right to come. Some part of her had missed this tradition of summer on the lake. She’d missed her best friend smiling, the laughter ringing on the wind, the houses rushing by. She’d missed the way an afternoon on the water turned to a night filled with bonfires and drinking, until everyone’s stomachs were warm with alcohol and friendship and desire.

      Summer ran her hands in the wake. After a while, Damian stretched out on the floor of the boat beside her. Once he offered her a beer, and she took it. Their fingers brushed. Nothing touched but the space between them, yet the afternoon hummed with possibility.
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      “Race you to the water!” Rachael shouted, and pulled off her bikini top.

      “Oh, no.” Summer watched Rachael dart away and buried her face in her hands. Eight, eighteen, or twenty-eight, her best friend didn’t seem to have a problem taking off her clothes. Maybe that came from growing up near the water.

      Dinner was over. Beer bottles lay scattered around the lawn. They’d barbequed over the open fire and toasted marshmallows as the sun and moon traded places in the sky. After dinner Summer had thought about driving back to the motel to work on some press releases for the museum, but two margaritas later she’d abandoned the notion. Press releases could wait until tomorrow.

      A few others followed Rachael, and soon six or seven naked behinds bounced across the lawn and into the starlit lake. In another minute, the sounds of splashing and laughing echoed through the darkness. Summer smiled. Truly, some things never changed. There was something sensual about warm water splashing over bare skin. She’d tried skinny dipping a few times, but only on the cloudiest of nights, when Nate and his friends were far from the house. Tonight she had no intention of baring anything.

      She sat on the bottom porch step and leaned back on her elbows. The bonfire smoldered close by, and darkness wrapped her in comforting arms.

      “Summer?”

      She jumped.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” Damian materialized from the driveway and sat down beside her.

      “Oh.” She let out a breath. “You didn’t. Not really.” She bit her bottom lip, distracted by the heat from his arm so close to hers.

      “You’re not swimming?”

      “I do my swimming with a suit. And I forgot mine.” Summer stuck her hands under her thighs. “What about you?”

      “Not in the mood.” He studied her. “Not that I really want to ask, but have you made any decisions about the house?”

      “Ah, well, I’m trying, you know, to make sure…” She couldn’t lie to him. Sadie had told her that selling the place with a rental contingency could take twice as long as without it. “I think you might end up having to move. I’m sorry.”

      He dug in the dirt with a stick. “We’ve been there for over two years.”

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s a lousy deal.”

      “Yeah.” He paused. “You ever think about keeping the whole place for yourself?”

      No. Never. She could never live in Whispering Pines again. “Honestly, it makes more sense to sell it. I mean, I know my father bought it for me, but I’m not really sure why. I haven’t lived here in a long time.” She shifted on the step and wondered if the warmth on her cheeks bloomed from the fire or from something else.

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” Damian said after a minute.

      “Thanks. I wasn’t close to him, though. He had cancer for a while, a couple of years at least. But he didn’t tell anyone until the end. He spent the last week in intensive care, over in Albany.” She paused. “So I heard.”

      “You weren’t in touch with him at all?”

      “My mom died when I was really young, and Dad and I…” She took a deep breath. “We didn’t talk much after I left town.”

      “After your brother died?

      So he’d heard the story. “Yeah.”

      Damian stretched out his legs. In the firelight, the blonde hairs on his ankles glowed. “Can’t imagine going through something like that.”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “How old was your brother?”

      “A week past thirteen.”

      “Wow.” He didn’t ask anything else, and for that she was glad.

      She reached down and picked up a twig, twisting it until it shredded. “That’s another reason I can’t stay. It’s too hard to be here.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      But Damian didn’t know the worst of it, which was that she didn’t remember most of what had happened that night. Or that pieces of the accident had started coming back when she least expected them to. She’d come to terms with Donny’s death long ago. She wasn’t sure she could bear to live it all over again.

      Summer brushed her hair from her face. “What about you? You didn’t grow up around here.”

      “Nope. Try a place called Poisonwood, about a hundred miles west of Philadelphia.”

      “There’s nothing west of Philadelphia but farmland.”

      “Exactly. Which is why I think of Whispering Pines as a thriving metropolis. It has a movie theater, two grocery stores, a separate elementary and high school…classy place, I’m telling you.”

      She laughed. “Sure. Classy. So how’d you end up here?” It was a strange place to make a home, if you hadn’t been born in Whispering Pines. Single twenty-somethings, especially those who looked as good as this guy did, didn’t exactly flock to its county seat.

      His expression sobered. “Long story. Save it for another time, maybe?”

      “Okay.” Summer knew about long stories, and keeping them close to the heart. She rose and stepped closer to the fire.

      After a minute, Damian came to stand beside her. “What is it you do, anyway?” He held his hands above the flames.

      She studied his fingers and the way they threw shadows in the dark. She thought of how he’d touched her with them, feeling her wrist after she fell, and a lump of desire rose in her throat. “I’m the director of the Bay City Museum in San Francisco.”

      “Mm…I don’t think I’ve heard of it.”

      “Probably not. It’s pretty small. But it has a lot of great artifacts from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—the Gold Rush, railroads, stuff like that. Plus we display traveling exhibits from all over the country.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “Sounds like a cool job.”

      Her elbow brushed his, and electricity radiated up to her shoulder. “It is. I love it. I could spend hours reading about the past, about lost civilizations, cities and empires and the way one person, or one event, changed everything.”

      “I know what you mean. Makes you wonder how different our lives would be if, say, just one thing had ended up different. If the South had won the Civil War. Or JFK had lived. Things like that.”

      Summer stared at him. “Exactly.” The same crazy wonderings about the world kept her up many nights. She’d flip through the archives at work and think, What would the world be like if we were still a colony of the British Empire? Or she’d stare at a piece of needlework in its glass case and wonder about its creator. Who were you, really? Did you love? Did your heart ache at a sunrise? What was the world like, then?

      A breeze lifted the hair at her neck, and she shivered. Faint shouts floated up from the lake. The flames burned lower.

      “Course, present day has its moments too,” Damian said. “Tomorrow, next week, next year, all this is history too. It keeps shaping itself while we’re just passing through.”

      “I know. But somehow it’s different when you’re living in the middle of it.”

      He cocked his head, and Summer wondered if she’d said something wrong.

      “Are you involved with someone back home?”

      Her heart skipped. “No. I mean, I was dating a guy a few months back, but—”

      Damian caught her mouth with his before she could finish the sentence. His hands wound themselves in her hair, and she staggered against him, tingles in her palms. He smelled like soap and sawdust and the faint spice of aftershave. She ran her hands along his biceps, iron beneath her fingertips. Something inside her wanted to peel away his T-shirt and feel skin against skin.

      Their tongues met and he slipped one hand from her hair to the small of her back. After a long moment, he moved his lips to her cheek before resting his forehead against hers. “I’ve wanted to do that since yesterday.”

      “Yeah?” She laughed, a ragged, breathless sound in the silence. “Trying to make me change my mind about the house?”

      He pulled away from her and frowned. “No. Is that really what you think? ”

      “I was kidding.”

      He stuck his hands in his pockets and backed away. “Sure about that?”

      “Damian, please. I’m sorry.” Somehow she’d ruined things. Her mouth ached with the absence of his.

      “Listen, I should probably go. Early day tomorrow.”

      “Wait. Let’s talk about this.”

      But he was gone without even a glance over his shoulder.

      Summer crossed her arms as disappointment flooded her. Sparks jumped in the dying fire, and a piece of wood toppled into ash. She’d been joking. She’d just made a stupid comment to fill up the nervousness inside her stomach. He’d understand that. Wouldn’t he? But he didn’t turn around, and he didn’t return, and after a long while, she crawled into bed in the Hunters’ guest room in search of sleep.
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      Late the next morning, Rachael rapped on the door of the guest room. “You alive in here?”

      Summer rolled over and squinted into the sunlight pouring through the blinds. “What time is it?”

      “A little after ten.” Rachael sat on the edge of the bed.

      “You let me sleep that late?”

      “Figured you needed it. I thought a party and conversation with a certain good-looking someone would be good for you.” Rachael crossed her legs. “So? Tell me what happened last night.”

      Clad in a tank top, Summer tossed off the sheet, swung her feet to the floor and reached for her overnight bag. “Nothing happened. I came to your party, had dinner, and watched while you and some other fools ran around naked. Then I went to bed.”

      Rachael looked around the room. “Did you sleep with him?”

      “Who?” Edges of a memory began to sharpen behind her eyes. Smiles over firelight. Damian’s hand reaching across a step and touching hers. A breathtaking kiss, and a mistake on her part. Then nothing.

      “Damian. Who’d you think?”

      “Of course I didn’t sleep with him. I barely know him.”

      “Bummer.” Rachael sighed. “That never stopped me. Best way to get over sadness is a friendly little romp with someone who looks as good as Damian does.”

      “Well, I’m not you. And I’m not sad.”

      “Whatever. Did you at least kiss him?”

      “Do I have any privacy around you?”

      “Not since I showed you how to use a tampon back in seventh grade, no.”

      Summer picked up her toiletry bag. She needed to fix her face, head back to the motel and meet with Sadie in less than an hour. She couldn’t sit here with her best friend and debate the finer points of kissing Damian Knight. “I’m not telling you. Use your imagination.”

      “Geez, lighten up.”

      Summer ducked into the bathroom and splashed water on her face. Stop thinking about him. So he kissed you. So what? She pulled her hair back from her face and dabbed concealer on the circles beneath her eyes. She had calls to make. Paperwork to take care of. And certainly, she had more important things to worry about than the lips of the guy she was about to evict.

      

      Less than a half hour later, Summer was driving back to town. She adjusted the radio station and hummed along. “Ooh, don’t you got what I need now baby…”

      Damian’s face popped into her brain yet again. So much for not thinking about him.

      Makes you wonder how different our lives would be if, say, just one thing had changed…

      Her cheeks grew hot and she had to tell herself to unclench her hands before she squeezed the steering wheel in two. Sometimes when she told people what she did, they looked at her as if she were crazy, dwelling in the land of yesterdays and making her living among ghosts. But not this guy. He got it. The hairs on her forearms lifted at the memory of his expression as he watched in her firelight.

      She slowed at the stop sign where Sycamore Road met Main Street. A dangerous intersection shrouded by woods, this crossroads witnessed a few accidents every year as drivers blasted past the sign half-hidden by bushes. One winter when she was a child, a group of teenagers had collided with a snowplow. Four deaths, all under the age of eighteen. Whispering Pines had mourned for months.

      

      “Summer, I can’t find Donny. Where is he? Do you see him?”

      

      She blinked. That was Gabe’s voice inside her head. But why had he been looking for her brother? They’d all stayed in the car until the cops came. Hadn’t they?

      Her hands shook. Stop thinking about it. The accident was long since over, her brother in the ground, Gabe Roberts a distant memory. She pressed her lips together until she tasted blood. After a long moment, the thoughts and the voices receded again. But how long would it haunt her?

      Today the sun blazed in the sky, and both roads stretched to the horizon without a car in sight. This was not the same intersection, and this was not ten years in the past. She was twenty-eight, stable and strong. She was not a girl lying in a hospital bed trying to understand why her brother wasn’t standing beside her cracking jokes.

      Summer turned right and headed for the motel. After her meeting with Sadie, maybe she’d try to find Damian at the house. She’d explain away her stupid comment of the night before. She could probably give him his last month rent-free to make up for the hassle of selling the property. Maybe that would calm him. Or convince him to kiss her again. Or—

      Out of nowhere, a red sedan careened into the lane in front of her. A horn blared, and adrenaline poured into her veins, triple-time. With her heart frozen, she stomped on the brake pedal and slammed it to the floor.

      “What the—”

      She didn’t have time to honk her own horn or check her mirrors or wonder who the driver was or where he’d come from. With both hands clutching the wheel, she held her foot to the floor and prayed.

      Time slowed. Every movement of her car seemed magnified a hundred times. The distance between them closed. Could she pull off? Swerve around? Thick oaks lined the road, with almost no shoulder. The metallic tang of fear rose up on her tongue. The distance between her hood and the red sedan narrowed to a few feet. Bracing herself for the impact, she bit her lip, and her back teeth ground together in panic.

      Crashing glass and the blunt smack of metal against metal filled the air around her. Her car jolted to a stop. Then everything went silent.

      I hit someone. Or maybe hurt someone. She closed her eyes and counted to ten, then twenty. She heard nothing. After another moment, she forced her eyes open and ordered herself to breathe. In. Out. She wiggled her toes. All there, all accounted for. She touched her forehead, her chest, both arms. All okay. She eyed her car, assessing the damage. No cracks in the windshield. The hood seemed smooth, with no splintered metal.

      Summer frowned. She had hit the other car, hadn’t she?

      But as she looked around, she saw the dented bodies of two other cars, one the sedan, the other a large extended-cab pickup truck which had collided with it. Glass covered the road. Steam poured from the hood of the truck. Her own car had stopped after all, short of hitting either vehicle.

      She climbed out and stared at the mess in front of her. Silence. Skid marks. Horribly crunched metal. This stretch of road never saw much traffic, certainly not on a Sunday morning. She rubbed both temples and forced herself to squint at the sedan and truck. No one emerged from either vehicle. With trembling hands, she picked up her cell phone and dialed 911.
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      “Are you okay?” Rachael asked on the other end of the line.

      Summer turned away from the accident scene and listened for the ambulance siren’s wail. “I’m fine. Just a little shaken up.”

      “Do you want me to come down there? Wait with you?”

      “No. Don’t bother.” She couldn’t keep her eyes from returning to the two hunks of metal sitting in the middle of the road.

      “Do you know who was driving?”

      “I don’t, no.”

      “Call me later when you get back to the motel, okay?”

      “I will.”

      As she hung up, a police car came screaming up the road from town. A rescue vehicle followed seconds later. Behind them, a smaller pickup truck with a blue flashing light pulled to a stop. Two men hopped out, and within a matter of minutes they had placed orange cones and lighted flares in a long, sweeping line.

      Medics clambered over the scene like ants, attending to the sedan and pulling open the pickup’s door. Summer leaned against the hood of her own car and licked her lips. After standing in the sun for nearly twenty minutes, her throat felt parched, and perspiration slid from her neck to the small of her back. One policeman took down plate numbers. The other walked over to her. She didn’t recognize him.

      “You the one that called this in?”

      She nodded. “I was following the red car. Actually, it pulled out in front of me. I didn’t see what happened. I didn’t even see the truck coming from the other direction.”

      The officer flipped open a notepad and began to write. Her name? Address? Details of what she’d witnessed? Summer answered his questions as best she could and tried to avert her eyes as the medics pulled the unconscious driver from the truck’s wreckage and loaded him into the waiting ambulance.

      “Are they going to be okay?”

      The officer glanced behind him. “Well, it’s a nasty accident. Looks like the truck driver took the steering wheel and the windshield pretty good with his face. Good thing you were following. They might have been out here for a while before anyone else came along.”

      Summer tried to nod. Right now she couldn’t feel glad about that. All she wanted was to go back to the motel and get on with the rest of her day. She didn’t have a strong stomach for blood. Or car accidents. “Do you need me for anything else?”

      He shook his head. “Don’t think so. I have your phone number, anyway, just in case.” A yell from one of the other men interrupted him, and she turned away.

      Summer wiped sweaty palms on her shorts and reached for her car door. Then she stopped. The man, the one who had yelled, jogged over to where the policeman stood. Dressed in his standard-issue blue shirt and pants, he looked like one of the many volunteer firefighters and paramedics in town. Yet something about the way he crossed his arms and cocked his head made her squint. Then he opened his mouth and spoke.

      “It’s Lonnie Perkins in the car. I went to school with him. He’s banged up bad.”

      Lightning bolts jumped from the sky into Summer’s skin. For an instant, the sunlight bouncing off the pavement distorted her view, but it didn’t matter. The tugging in her heart knew, if her eyes weren’t certain. Gabe Roberts—her Gabe Roberts, dark-haired and square-jawed, the boy she’d fallen in love with a lifetime ago—stood mere yards away. The pavement tilted beneath her feet. Her throat closed.

      Then he glanced past the policeman’s shoulder and saw her. “Summer?”

      She couldn’t say a word. She hadn’t talked to him in ages, hadn’t heard what had happened to him in the years she’d been gone. Part of her was surprised he still lived here at all.

      “Hi, there.” Two words rolled off his tongue, and a decade unfolded in a heartbeat.

      “Hi.”

      He walked toward her with an uncertain smile, and for a minute she stood again in the yellow light of Lou’s Fifty Flavors ice cream stand as a teenage Gabe crossed the parking lot with his eyes on her. Hi, there. He’d said the same two words back then, and she hadn’t heard anything else the rest of the night.

      “Welcome home,” he added. Something dark moved across his face, a shadow of something she imagined he saw on hers as well. “Sorry it’s under such lousy circumstances.”

      Home. Is that where I am? Summer felt more like she’d tumbled down the rabbit hole, flown up to the moon, vanished into another dimension where everything was upside down and backwards. She wondered if she were hallucinating, or if the accident had thrown her into shock. After two or three years, she’d learned to put away the hurt of losing Gabe. And after two or three more, she’d forced herself to forget about him and move on. Only one scrapbook sat on a shelf back in her apartment, with pictures of their summer together and a few melancholy poems she’d scribbled when her father sent her away.

      “You okay? You look a little white.”

      “I’m fine.” Summer reached for the car to steady herself.

      Gabe nodded. “I know. Been working as an EMT for close to five years. It never gets any easier.”

      “You do this? All the time?” She stared at him. “How?” After everything they’d been through, how?

      He studied the man with the flares and didn’t answer. “I heard you were coming back.” He raised his gaze to meet hers. “Scared me to death, if you want to know the truth.”

      She could have asked why, but she already knew the answer. Seeing you again makes it real. Reminds me of what happened. Makes my heart ache all over again.

      “You look good,” he said after a minute. “Not so scary, after all.”

      She laughed and lifted a hand to her hair. Strands had fallen and stuck to her cheeks. “So do you.”

      He shrugged.

      “I sort of own a house here now,” she went on.

      “The McCready place.”

      “Heard that too?”

      “You know how people talk.” He paused. “How long are you staying?”

      “Only another few days. Long enough to list the place with Sadie Rogers. Then I’m heading back to San Francisco.”

      “Ah.”

      The rescue truck roared to life. A lanky arm waved from the driver’s side window, and the horn beeped.

      Gabe raised a hand in acknowledgement.  “Guess I’d better go.”

      Summer nodded, not sure if relief or disappointment kept her from speaking.

      “Do you want to get together before you leave?” he asked. “Maybe have a drink or lunch or something?”

      Her chest tightened. Peel back the layers of ten years? Make conversation about the present while the past sat on the table between them and waited for attention? Her hazy flashbacks were one thing. Facing the one person who could bring them all to life was something else altogether.

      He spoke again before she could answer. “Never mind. Probably better we don’t. I’m sure you’ve got a lot to do, anyway.”

      Summer nodded as he walked away and thought that was the smartest thing anyone had said to her in a long time.
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      The following day, Dinah perched on the curb as Damian unloaded bags of supplies from the trunk of the car. She hopped from one foot to the other, across the sidewalk and back. “Can I help?”

      “Not with this, ladybug.” He juggled two bags of supplies and set them on the ground. Reaching inside the front door of the Camaro, he pulled out a smaller paper bag. “But you can carry lunch.”

      “Yum! What is it?”

      “Sandwiches from the deli. Turkey and tomato, your favorite.”

      Dinah grinned.

      “And salami with lots of peppers and onions for Mac,” he added.

      “’Bout time too,” a gruff voice called from the front lawn. “I’m starving.” Mac stuck his head through the hedgerow and winked at Dinah. “So you’re the one with the food, little lady?”

      She nodded, her face aglow. “Right here.”

      “You get pickles?”

      “And soda and chips.” Carrying the supplies, Damian followed his boss and Dinah around to the back porch.

      The three sat in their usual spots on the back steps. Mac dug into the bag and passed around cellophane-wrapped sandwiches, and Damian broke open the bottles of soda and handed Dinah a stack of napkins. Within a minute, a moustache of mustard spread across her freckled face.

      “Is that mine?” He pretended to reach for the sandwich she held, but Dinah jumped to her feet and dashed down the steps and around the side of the house. At the corner she stopped, one eye on her brother, and ate the rest of her sandwich through giggles.

      “Man, she’s cute,” Mac said around a mouthful of pickle.

      “Yeah, she is.”

      “How’s your mom doing?”

      “Pretty good.”

      “She working?”

      “Not right now.” Panic attacks combined with depression made it tough for Damian’s mom to keep a job. One fist tightened in his lap. Because of T.J. Because of a man they hadn’t seen in years who still had the power to haunt her.

      Mac stood, one hand massaging his left knee.

      “You all right?”

      “Yep. Just too many tackles in high school. Left me with no cartilage in either knee. Course, I didn’t care back then. Told coach to wrap me up, and I’d play ’til I couldn’t move.”

      “And now you really can’t.”

      Mac laughed. “Who thinks about that when you’re in high school?”

      Damian scanned the lawn. “Where’s Dinah?” He didn’t like it when she disappeared, even for a few minutes. Made him nervous to have her out of his sight. He supposed it wasn’t really fair to his sister, watching over her shoulder all the time, calling her back and interrupting her games of make-believe, but he couldn’t help it. He knew what T.J. was capable of.

      Mac hobbled down the steps and looked around. After a minute, he pointed to a grove of small pine trees. “Over there.”

      Damian shaded his eyes and saw her crouched down, talking to a chipmunk. He let out a tense breath. She’s so quiet. Too quiet. Sometimes he wished his little sister would run screaming in circles. Even on the soccer field, Dinah stood silent, apart from the others as she waited for the ball. She never slapped her teammates in high fives or cried out when she twisted an ankle. He supposed she’d learned the silence from their mother. He didn’t like the idea.

      “Hello?” The voice came from somewhere around the front of the house.

      Mac grinned. “Back here, Summer!”

      Damian ignored his buddy’s knowing glance and leaned against the railing as she approached. Part of him wanted to disappear inside the house. The other part wanted to pick up where they’d left off the other night, after the kiss and before the anger. He cleared his throat and ran one hand along the banister. She looked as good as he remembered. Better, even. One strap of a green tank top had slipped off her shoulder, and he stuck his hands in his back pockets to resist the urge to slide it up again. Or down.

      Summer fixed the strap herself as she juggled two white Styrofoam containers. “I brought some goodies.” She met his gaze. “Peace offering.”

      You can’t buy me off with brownies, he wanted to say, but the comment made him sound like a jerk even inside his own head. Get over it. Not her fault she’s gotta sell the place.

      Mac had crossed to her before the words were out of her mouth. “Lanie’s? All right.” He dug into one container and came out with an enormous chocolate chip cookie. “Thanks,” he mumbled. The crumbs fell from his mouth.

      She offered the other one to Damian, and when he took it, he let his fingers brush against hers. “Thanks.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said under her breath, and Damian’s throat closed. She had bottomless eyes. Fifty different emotions shimmered under their surface, and for an instant he wanted to lose himself there, just plummet down into her invisible ocean and find a place to float.

      She stepped back after a long moment of silence. “Wow. It looks good. I didn’t get a chance to see the roof the other day.”

      “Sure you want to sell it?” He hated himself for asking, but he had to try. So much lay at stake if they had to pull up roots again. “You could subdivide it,” he went on before she could answer. “You talk to Sadie about that? Maybe we could work something out. I could buy the piece with the farmhouse on it, and you could put the rest on the market.” He’d stayed up thinking about it last night, trying to work out the finances in his head. It was the best solution so far.

      She looked away, across the tree line. “I did.”

      “And?”

      “It would take weeks to subdivide it. Months, maybe. I’d need an engineer. Someone to draw up new blueprints. Someone else to do an environmental study.”

      “So it’s not worth it.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. I just don’t have that kind of time or money.” Her voice shook with emotion. “Believe it or not, I’m not doing this to try and ruin your family.”

      “You don’t know my family. Or anything about me.”

      Her eyes blazed. “Well, that goes both ways.”

      “I know that half the reason you’re running back to San Francisco so fast is because your father—”

      “Be very careful what you say next.” Her voice, low and threatening, seared him straight through the gut.

      He lifted both hands and backed away. “Fine. You have any paperwork for me, put it in the mail. Or give it to Mac.” He thought he saw tears rise in her eyes, but he turned away before he could see for sure. “I have work to do,” he added.

      She started to say something else, but he didn’t stick around to listen. Instead he headed for the nearest scaffolding. Hand over hand, he hauled himself twenty feet into the air. Without a look behind, he pounded nails into shingles until anger and fatigue drove thoughts of Summer Thompson, and that stupid green strap sliding down her shoulder, from his mind.
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      Summer stood in the middle of the lawn, stunned. She’d brought them cookies. She’d apologized and tried to explain herself. And Damian had thrown her words back in her face and then ignored her. If he’d slapped her, it might have hurt less.

      Well, fine. I won’t bother talking to you again, that’s for sure. She dusted crumbs from her hands and turned to go. But then she saw a little girl sitting under the trees a few yards away. “Mac, who’s that?”

      The stocky man adjusted his tool belt. “Ah, that’s Damian’s little sister. Dinah. She hangs around here sometimes.”

      Dinah? Summer glanced up to where Damian worked above them. The one he’d mentioned the other day. The one she’d thought was his girlfriend, his fiancée even. Not his sister. Hmm. What else wasn’t he telling her?

      She walked over, watching Dinah sing and trace patterns in the grass. The girl’s hands moved in circles, fingers fluttering. In her lap lay a pile of daisies and dandelions. She seemed to be enjoying herself, but she didn’t smile. Rather, a serious look darkened her face, making the expression in her eyes appear much older than the nine or ten years old Summer guessed she probably was.

      “Hi, there.” Summer knelt beside her. “I’m Summer Thompson.”

      Dinah didn’t say anything for a minute. Her hands continued to orbit an imaginary sun above the grass, skimming the surface in rhythm to her humming. Finally she raised her head. “Hi.”

      “What are you playing?”

      “Just a game I made up.”

      “What’s it called?”

      The little girl exhaled at the question, and Summer recalled how she herself had been as a child, impatient of adults who tried to understand her language or pretend they remembered what it was like to be young.

      “It doesn’t have a name.”

      Summer leaned back on her heels. She’s carrying around the weight of the world. Why?

      As if she’d read Summer’s mind, Dinah looked at her and asked, “Are you going to make us leave our house? Damian said some lady was going to sell it and make us leave.”
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